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Matchmaker, Matchmaker…

“And my master (i.e., Avraham) made me (i.e., Eliezer) swear saying, ‘Do not take a wife for my son from the daughters of Cana’an, in whose land I dwell, if you do not go (first) to my father’s house and to my family and take a wife for my son.’ And I said to my master, ‘Perhaps the woman will not come after me’ ” (Genesis 24:37-39).

Perhaps the woman, etc. – the word (u’lie, Hebrew for perhaps) is spelled ay’lie (meaning, to me). [This is to imply that] Eliezer had a daughter and he was attempting to find an excuse so that Avraham would say to him to turn to himself (i.e., Eliezer) to marry his daughter to (Yitzchok) (Rashi, ibid).

After nearly losing his son of old age, Yitzchok, to the altar, and especially now that his wife, Sarah, had passed away, Avraham concentrated his energies on finding a suitable match for Yitzchok. To this end, Avraham sent his faithful servant, Eliezer, to the land of Avraham’s upbringing, Aram Nahariyim (Mesopotamia), to find a bride from among his relatives. Eliezer set out on his way laden with all sorts of presents and jewelry to bestow upon the prospective bride. 

Upon his arrival in Aram Nahariyim, Eliezer saw a group of girls drawing water from a well. Eliezer prayed to G-d that He make it obvious which girl would be the match for Yitzchok. As a sign of the proper one, Eliezer said that the girl who would give him and his camels water to drink would be the future spouse for Yitzchok.

Sure enough, one of the girls, whose name was Rivka, made the anticipated offer, and before even confirming her background and family ties, Eliezer bedecked her with jewelry. When he finally met with Rivka’s family, which was in fact related to Avraham, Eliezer continued his impetuous ways when he declined to partake of the repast offered him before asking for Rivka’s hand in marriage for Yitzchok. And even when Rivka’s family agreed upon the match, Eliezer obstinately rejected their request to allow Rivka to stay at home for a number of months before leaving them.

What was the rationale behind Eliezer’s unusual behavior? Why did he give Rivka the jewelry before he knew whether she qualified as a spouse for Yitzchok, taking the risk that he would possibly have to repay Avraham for the gifts given for naught? And why was he so hasty to consummate the match and take her away?

As the above-quoted Rashi brings from the Sages, Eliezer had a daughter of his own whom he hoped Avraham would find suitable as a match for Yitzchok. Avraham, however, was insistent on pursuing members of his own family first. Consequently, Eliezer’s only chance for his daughter to marry Yitzchok was if Avraham’s family refused. 

This put Eliezer in a real quandary. On the one hand, Eliezer, who was the dedicated servant and major disciple of Avraham, earnestly desired to fulfill his master’s wishes. On the other hand, his own partiality was distracting him from keeping focused on the proper implementation of his mission.

Eliezer, being the pious individual that he was, recognized his predicament and was determined to prevent any corruption on his part. For that reason, whenever he had even the slightest doubt concerning his judgment in regard to a prospective bride for Yitzchok from Avraham’s family, Eliezer impulsively treated the situation as though she were the proper one. Any negative feeling he had was assumed to be his bias influencing him to the contrary. As Maimonides taught many years later, “If a person finds himself on one end of the spectrum of proper conduct (i.e., the wrong one), he should distance himself to the other end. (He should stay there) for a considerable period of time until he (feels confident he can) return to the proper path” (1).

Consequently, as soon as Eliezer felt Rivka was a possible candidate, he took the risk of offering the stranger engagement presents. He didn’t want his own feelings to stand in the way. Later, as well, when recommending the match to Rivka’s parents, Eliezer was hesitant to delay the proposal or Rivka’s departure; perhaps it was his partiality at work seeking a delay to allow for a cancellation of the match (2).

Rabbi Boruch Ber Leibowitz was a renowned yeshiva dean in Europe between the world wars, whose influence is strongly felt until today in yeshivas throughout the world. Rabbi Leibowitz had a daughter who was experiencing difficulty finding a suitable match. Finally, when she became engaged to a fine Torah scholar, a student of her father, the happiness in the house knew no bounds. As was customary, the groom was to relocate to a different yeshiva for the duration of the engagement, and before his departure Rabbi Leibowitz presented his son-in-law-to-be with a few gifts.

As the wedding date anxiously approached, a package arrived at the Leibowitz home, which R’ Boruch Ber opened. To his deep consternation, the box contained the engagement presents, signifying the cancellation of his daughter’s engagement. There wasn’t much explanation offered, and Rabbi Leibowitz’s daughter was understandably devastated.

A number of years later, Rabbi Leibowitz received another correspondence from this student. This time it was a request for an approbation from R’ Boruch Ber for the purposes of securing a position as a community rabbi. The mention of this person’s name brought back bitter memories of his daughter’s broken engagement, but Rabbi Leibowitz was determined to write a proper recommendation for this former student.

After several drafts, R’Boruch Ber was still unsure if the letter was convincing enough, without a trace of the student’s inconsiderate past. So Rabbi Leibowitz called in a few students to review the letter for its shortcomings, explaining to them the situation and his fear of the possibility that his personal anguish had stood in the way of providing the student with an appropriate endorsement. Only after his students assured him that it was in fact proper and convincing the way it was, did R’ Boruch Ber send the approbation (3).
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